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International efforts are now
growing  to try to outlaw one of the
most controversial possibilities of
recent reproductive research:
cloning humans. Spurring these
moves last month were the
outspoken plans of Italian fertility
specialist, Severino Antinori and his
colleague Panayiotis Zavos, who
announced at a meeting in
Washington that they were pushing
ahead with experiments on human
cloning and predicted that they
would help create the world’s first
cloned baby next year.
The announcement has begun
the countdown to a much heralded
but largely unwelcome development
that will be undertaken without
government supervision and despite
warnings of potentially serious
consequences for its human
participants. Antinori and Zavos said
2,000 women with fertility problems
had volunteered for the experiment.
They will choose a shortlist of 200
but say they will only consider
patients for whom no other fertility
treatment is possible. But the
imminence of such work has led to
calls for the UN now to intervene to
help block any such developments.
The researchers’ plan was
revealed at a National Academy of
Sciences conference on cloning, and
was denounced as dangerous and
immoral by other researchers. They
warned that it would lead to
miscarriages and the development of
deformed babies. “I think it is
dreadful,” said Alan Colman, the
research director of PPL
Therapeutics, the Edinburgh-based
company which helped in the
cloning of Dolly the sheep five years
ago. The conference’s aims were to
assess the state of cloning technology
for a public discussion document to
be published within three months’
time. 
The United Nations general
assembly is now expected to start an
urgent debate on a world-wide ban
on human cloning for reproductive
purposes, at the joint request of
France and Germany. The two
countries have circulated a draft
resolution proposing a committee to
draft a legally binding convention
banning the practice. They have also
written to Kofi Annan, the UN’s
secretary general, asking him to put
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Two parents best: A normal 19-week -old
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the issue on the agenda for the next
general assembly session, which
begins later this month with support
from many other bodies in other
countries.
Any moves to counter the
planned experiments need to be
swift. Antinori, who runs an
infertility clinic in Rome, and Zavos,
who is founder and director of the
Andrology Institute of America and
president of a company which
markets infertility products and
technologies, hope within a month
or so, to begin to clone an embryo
by removing the nucleus from a
human egg and replacing it with
DNA taken from the cells of a living
donor. The cloned eggs would then
be frozen until the decision was
made to implant them in a
volunteer’s womb. If the embryos
withstand scrutiny they plan to
transfer the first cloned embryo at
the beginning of 2002 so at the end
of next year the first cloned human
might be born.
The team would not say where
they planned to carry out their
experiments, saying only that it
would not be in the US, where the
house of representatives recently
banned all forms of human cloning.
Neither would it be in Italy where
Antinori may face action to prevent
him from practising medicine if such
experiments were attempted there.
Antinori is even considering carrying
out the work on board a ship
somewhere if no suitable host
country can be found.
The French health minister,
Bernard Kouchner, said that the
potential UN convention should be
backed by a tribunal to punish
countries which encouraged ‘the
photocopying’ of human beings.
The German minister
responsible for research, Edelgard
Bulmahn, said there was a good
chance of getting the measure
approved. He told the newspaper
Berliner Zeitung: “Freedom to
research has its boundaries at the
point where human dignity is
compromised.” Germany is
particularly conservative in its
approach to biotechnology research
and has banned all research on
human embryos since 1990 but there
are growing pressures to relax some
of its regulations. Earlier this year
the chancellor, Gerhard Schröder,
warned that the ban was hindering
the growth of Germany’s biotech
sector and risked handicapping the
economy as a whole. His remarks
provoked a heated controversy and
were vigorously contested by the
president, Johannes Rau, but human
cloning is not an issue.
Freedom to research has its
boundaries at the point where
human dignity is compromised
The planned cloning experiments
defy recent condemnation by the
European parliament, the World
Health Organization and the Vatican,
and a UN resolution in 1998 which
describes human cloning as ‘contrary
to human dignity’.
The French assistant delegate to
the UN, Yves Doutriaux, said there
appeared to be an international
consensus on the introduction of a
legally binding international
convention that banned cloning for
human reproduction. 
“The consensus surpasses
different religious and cultural
approaches,” he added.
France and Germany were
discussing the initiative even before
the Washington conference. Their
foreign ministers Hubert Védrine
and Joschka Fischer, met in June to
decide on a joint approach. Later
President Jacques Chirac publicly
called for an immediate ban on
experiments for human reproductive
purposes.
The proposal submitted to the
UN refers to Antinori’s experiment
and calls for determined action to
‘stop such an attack on the dignity of
individuals’. Dr Koucher said in Le
Monde that he was amazed by the
‘cowardliness’ of scientists at the
Washington conference who did not
condemn Antinori and Zavos. He
described human reproductive
cloning as “a kind of economic and
intellectual sport characterised by the
transgression of all that is forbidden.”
He said an international ethical
convention should be accompanied
by a court similar to the war crimes
tribunals, with power to impose
economic sanctions. Although the
UN is expected to take up the
matter this month any fast track may
not be fast enough with the first
cloned baby possibly born long
before an international ban is agreed.
Lengthy debating procedures make a
vote unlikely before 2004 at the
earliest.
Antinori and anyone else keen to
clone humans before problems in
gene expression can be assessed and
solved are irresponsible, says
bioethicist Arlene Judith Klotzko at
the Science Museum in London.
“Unfortunately there is no
mechanism yet to deter them other
than ostracism by their peers.”
Full steam ahead: Severino Antinori and his
colleague plan human reproductive cloning
experiments on board a ship if no country will
allow the work to go ahead. (Picture: AP)
